JUDAH HALEVI (before 1075-after 1141) was born in Muslim Tudela, on the 
borders of Christian Spain. At an early age he travelled to the centres of Jewish 
scholarship in Andalusia. In Granada, he formed a lasting friendship with Moses ibn 
Ezra which is recorded in a moving exchange of poems. Later, Halevi settled in 
Toledo, the capital of Castile under Alfonso VI, where he practised medicine, appar- 
ently in the service of the king. However, the murder in 1108 of his benefactor, 
Solomon ibn Ferrizuel, at the hands of Christian mercenaries, and the attacks upon 
the Jews in Toledo in the following year, prompted him to return to the Muslim area, 
where he made his home in Cordoba. His personal experiences in Christian and 
Muslim Spain during the Reconquest (“Between the armies of Seir and Kedar my 
army is lost . .. when they fight their wars, we fall in their downfall’), and his philo- 
sophical views concerning the meaning of diaspora and the path to redemption, cul- 
minated in his decision to emigrate to the Holy Land. Shortly before his departure he 
completed his influential treatise The Book of Argument and Proof in Defence of the 
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Despised Faith. Translated from Arabic into Hebrew in the twelfth century, it came 
to be known as The Book of the Kuzari because it is composed as a dialogue between 
a Jewish scholar (the kaver) and the king of the Khazars, who had converted to 
Judaism in the eighth century. In September 1140, after an arduous voyage, Halevi 
arrived in Alexandria and was received with great acclaim. He died six months later, 
after a period of intensive creativity. His poetic corpus of secular and sacred works 
consists of over a thousand compositions which attest to an unrivalled mastery of 
language and musical patterns and a profound lyrical expression of religious and 
national themes. His ‘songs of Zion’ are, perhaps, his most famous works. No Hebrew 
poet since the Psalmists had sung the praises of the Holy Land with such passion. 
The longing for Zion, the pain of parting from his cultural environment, the perilous 
sea voyage — all these topics were uncommon in the poetry of the time. 


‘Even since You were’ TPAD ND INA 


This is the most extreme expression in Halevi’s poetry of his view that the suffering 
of Israel is a sanctification of the name of God. In the Kuzari the haver maintains that 
Israel could have hastened the deliverance by submitting willingly to the yoke of 


exile. 
‘My love, have you forgotten’ WIN HHI] TT 
‘O sleeper, whose heart’ 39 132) — TW? 


The opening line of this reshut refers to Song of Songs 5.2 which was allegorically 
interpreted to mean that Israel ‘slept’ in the darkness of exile but its heart yearned to 
rejoin the Shekinah. The ‘star’ (line 3; Numbers 24.17) represents the Messiah. 
Various messianic movements were active in Halevi’s time and he once dreamt that 
the redemption would come in 1130. 


‘The lovely doe’ AyyHD WN Ney? 


An ahava which, like the previous poem, employs the phraseology of the Song of 
Songs. The ‘lover’ and ‘gazelle’ represent God. 


‘O you that sleep’ nT? Png YW? 
A reshut for Nishmat. 
‘Lord, all my longing’ NIND 72 TIN ITN 


A metrical bakasha (‘supplication’), a type of personal seliha introduced by early 
Spanish piyut. Characteristically, its ending repeats its beginning. 


‘I am running towards’ NON n ip NXP? 


Takes, as its point of departure, Psalms 36.10: ‘With You is the fountain of life; by 
Your light do we see light.’ 
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‘Lord, where shall I find You? INFAN NYS A? 


An ofan in the rhyme-form of a muwashshah, but written in the special syllabic metre 
which was exclusively used in Spain in strophic piyutim. In this case, there are twelve 
syllables to a line, divided into units of six and six by internal rhymes. It is based on 
Solomon’s prayer (2 Chronicles 6.18), on a verse from the daily Kedusha (‘Blessed be 
the glory of the Lord from His place’), and on the Midrashic paradox: “The Lord is 
the place of His world, but the world is not His place’; that is, the world is contained 
in Him, not He in the world. 


‘Do these tears know’ niyy yt 


An epitaph for the tombstone of an unidentified ‘Rabbi Abraham’. 


‘Alas, my daughter’ ANY] PAZ AD 
‘On that day’ ATID 938 OF 


This lament, in the muwashshah form, for the Ninth of Av elaborates on a Talmudic 
legend concerning the murder of the prophet Zechariah, who was stoned in the 
Temple-court by order of King Joash (2 Chronicles 24.21-22). 


‘O graceful doe’ 392 "RN. N2y? 


Vulgar Arabic — and sometimes Romance — was generally employed in the final 
couplet (kharja) of the secular Hebrew muwashshah. The kharja was, in most cases, 
borrowed from popular Arabic or Romance songs. 


‘My love washes’ DIQN TY 


The Arabic superscription in the diwan reads: ‘An improvisation composed upon 
passing by a river where washerwomen were laundering.’ 


‘Why, O fair one’ my TP 19 
Excerpts. 
‘O my fair youth’ "2¥i) "3 


Another muwashshah, in a characteristic popular vein. 


‘Gently, my hard-hearted’ 292 pin? ON 


Opening section of the reply to a song of friendship (by Solomon ibn al-Muallim) 
which had greeted Halevi’s move to Granada. 


‘Why put your trust’ TeT2 PARA Ta 
‘Th slaves of Time’ Tet "132 
‘My heart is in the East’ M792 722 
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Zion was ‘in the domain of Edom’ (line 4) after the conquest of Jerusalem by the 
Crusaders in 1099. 


‘O Zion, will you not ask’ z RYN NIT Ty 347 


Excerpts from the most famous of Halevi’s Zion poems. Though not intended for the 
liturgy, it was soon included in the laments for the Ninth of Av and gave rise to scores 
of imitations (*Zionides’), many of which entered the Ashkenazi rite. The sixteenth- 
century legend, that Halevi was trampled to death by an Arab horseman as he was 
reciting this poem at the gates of Jerusalem, is widely known from Heine’s portrayal 
in Hebrew Melodies (1851). The gates of Zion ‘face the gates of heaven’ (line 12) 
because, according to rabbinic belief, there was a celestial Temple corresponding to, 
and exactly opposite, the earthly one. 


‘Let not your heart tremble’ DA? 273 wi? 98) 349 


From a poem in which he exhorts himself to set forth on the voyage to Zion. The 
description of the storm at sea partly echoes Psalm 107.23-32. 


‘This wind of yours’ IWA TI AMIN, 350 


The western wind brings him closer to his destination. This, and the following poems, 
were written during the long sea journey. 


‘Greetings to the kinsfolk’ N13 Py RTP 351 
‘Has a flood come’ IB RY] 352 


IAAT Judah Halevi 
n87 IYN TYY THE HOME OF LOVE 


— HP ngas myy TN Ever since You were the home of love 
. for me, my love has lived where You 
NI TWD IN NN have lived. Because of You, I have 
teL by % 1379 °P Ning delighted in the wrath of my enemies; 
let them be, let them torment the one 
N'Y WN NY 3Y? — DAY whom You tormented. It was from You 


03N] — PIAR q 37792 that they learned their wrath, and I 
: y : love them, for they hound the wounded 
9) WY rds 19712 one whom You struck down. Ever 
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1. From the bondage of Egypt. 
3. The Christian nations. 


since You despised me, I have despised 
myself, for I will not honour what You 
despise. So be it, until Your anger has 
passed, and again You will redeem 
Your own possession, which You once 
redeemed.! 


ZION COMPLAINS TO GOD 


My love, have you forgotten how you 
lay between my breasts? Then why 
have you sold me forever to my 
enslavers? Did I not follow you? 
through a barren land? Let Mount 
Seir and Mount Paran, Sinai and Sin 
be my witnesses! There my love was 
yours, and I was your delight. Then 
how can you now bestow my glory 
upon others? I am thrust into Seir,’ 
driven towards Kedar,‘ tested in the 
furnace of Greece, crushed under the 
yoke of Media. Is there any saviour but 
you? any prisoner of hope but I? Give 
me your strength, for I shall give you 
my love! 


TO ISRAEL, IN EXILE 


O sleeper, whose heart is awake, 
burning and raging, now wake and go 
forth, and walk in the light of My 
presence. Rise, and ride on! A star has 
come forth for you, and he who has 
lain in the pit will go up to the top of 
Sinai. Let them not exult, those who 


2. After the exodus from Egypt. 


4. The Muslim nations. 
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say, ‘Zion is desolate!’ — for My heart 
is in Zion and My eyes are there. I 
reveal Myself and I conceal Myself, 


, now I rage, now I consent — but who 


has more compassion than I have for 
My children? 


TO THE RIVALS 


The lovely doe, far from her home, 
whose lover is angry — why did she 
laugh? She laughed at the daughter of 
Edom and the daughter of Arabia who 
covet her beloved. Why, they are 
nothing but wild asses, and how can 
they compare to the doe who nestled 
against her gazelle? Where is the spirit 
of prophecy found, where the lamp- 
stand, the Ark of the Covenant, the 
ever-present Shekinah? No, my rivals, 
do not try to quench love, for if you do, 
it will blaze up like fire! 


TO THE SOUL 


Oh, you that sleep in the bosom of 
childhood, how long will you rest there? 
Know that youth is shaken off like 
straw! Do you think boyhood lasts for 
ever? Get up, go out and see the grey 
heralds, who have come to rebuke you. 
Shake off Time as birds shake off the 
dew-drops of the night. Soar like a 
swallow to find freedom from your sins 
and from the vagaries of Fortune, that 
rage like a sea. Pursue your King, at 
one with the souls who flock towards 
the bounty of God. 
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Bb Je Bynes Be ATONEMENT 


PNA rp) 742 PTN Lord, all my longing is before You, 
even though it does not pass my lips. 
ogy 7Y TUN x? ON} Grant me Your favour for even a 
NN) — NI) TINY 38%] moment, and I will die. If only You 
j : A would grant my wish! I will commit 
PARY R12) q0? A my spirit into Your keeping, I will 
APP m y NX TRIR] sleep, and my sleep will be pleasant. 
fe A a9 ex ' When I am far from You my life is 
PNY”? QTY) PAW?) death; but if I cling to You, my death 
A nin — ‘sm 42 is life. But I do not know what to offer 
ae THR ENA You, what my service and my worship 
Oni? n — 93 PITY ON) should be. 
OIRN PI NYIN N? 3Y 


ONT npag MAA IA 


Pm? PIN, ITI Show me Your ways, O Lord, restore 


me from the bondage of folly. Teach 
MY n? TRH NN) me while I still have the strength to 


noo? 73 W? Y3 JT) endure — do not scorn my plight! — 


before I become a burden to myself and 
PMY, TAA 28) MANN? my limbs weigh heavy on each other; 


nip? 2y my OY oy before I yield unwillingly, and my 


bones wither and are unable to bear 
AR 17A y NY? 97? 0t) me; before I journey to where my 


95 R’) Pny Y}2N) fathers have gone, and come to rest 
where they are resting. I am like a 
mn xn IN?) wy "REY stranger upon the earth, but my true 


may AYO] DPN dN YOR) home is in her womb. 
onina opina otpn33 

ARTN 2 7 N N 7 
META AYWYI 72 OPIN} 


DYDI? wy o7 YNY] My youth has thus far had its pleasure, 


but when shall I, too, provide for my 
. 3? MPH IY Oa NN household? The world and its delights, 
33 1D} WY 07197) which He put in my heart, have kept 
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me from seeking my aim. And how can 
I worship my Maker while I am still 
captive to my lust, slave to my desire? 
How can I aspire to a high rank, when 
tomorrow the worm will be my sister? 
How can I be cheerful on a happy day, 
when I do not know if there will be 
happiness tomorrow? The days and 
nights have pledged to consume my 
flesh, to scatter half of me to the winds 
and return the other half to the dust. 


What more can I say? My passions 
hound me like an enemy from youth to 
withered old age. Does Time hold 
anything for me except Your favour? 
And if You are not my lot, what other 
lot do I have? I am stripped naked, 
devoid of good works, and only Your 
righteousness is my covering. Then 
why do I go on wagging my tongue and 
pleading? O Lord, all my longing is 
before You! 


THE TRUE VISION 


I am running towards the fountain of 
true life; therefore, I spurn the life of 
lies and trifles. To look at the face of 
my King - that is my only wish. None 
but Him do I fear and venerate. If only 
I could see Him in a dream! Oh, I 
would sleep forever and never wake up. 
If I could see His face inside my heart, 
my eyes would no more wish to look 
outside. 
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LORD, WHERE SHALL I 
FIND YOU? 


Lord, where shall I find You? Your 
place is lofty and secret. And where 
shall I not find you? The whole earth is 
full of Your glory! 


You are found in man’s innermost 
heart, yet You fixed earth’s boundaries. 
You are a strong tower for those who 
are near, and the trust of those who are 
far. You are enthroned on the cheru- 
bim,' yet You dwell in the heights of 
heaven. You are praised by Your hosts, 
but even their praise is not worthy of 
You. The sphere of heaven cannot 
contain You; how much less the 
chambers of the Temple! 


Even when You rise above Your hosts 
on a throne, high and exalted, You are 
nearer to them than their own bodies 
and souls. Their mouths attest that 
they have no Maker except You. Who 
shall not fear You? All bear the yoke of 
Your kingdom. And who shall not call 
to You? It is You who give them their 
food. 


I have sought to come near You, I have 
called to You with all my heart; and 
when I went out towards You, I found 
You coming towards me. I look upon 
Your wondrous power with awe. Who 
can say that he has not seen You? The 
heavens and their legions proclaim 
Your dread — without a sound. 


1. Above the Ark. 
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But can God really dwell among men? 
Their foundations are dust — what can 
they conceive of Him? Yet You, O 
Holy One, make Your home where 
they sing Your praises and Your glory. 
The living creatures, standing on the 
summit of the world, praise Your 


NIYII YPI 


wonders. Your throne is above their 
heads, yet it is You who carry them all! 


TOMBSTONE INSCRIPTION 


/OQ0Y N NIYII YPI Do these tears know who made them 
fall? Do these hearts know who made- 
7 OQRd R m2377 WT) them recoil? Oh, they recoiled because 
0R TIN ONY NII 0997 their sun sank into the dust, and the 
dust does not know what it holds. It 
‘YING m DRIT. N?) holds a princely man, blameless and 
WY?) OF Praia) sy o9in3 upright, a God-fearing man, discreet 
Jpg ray whey beg yy MENS 
AD i} A MOTHER’S LAMENT 


PYR NOW 2M AY’ 


‘Alas, my daughter, have you forgotten 


, your home? The coffin bearers have 
IW NPN VD} ARY? a taken you to the grave, and I have 
MND pL WP PIN PR} nothing left of you but your memo: 
en I come to greet you, and do not 
Py MY NY piny find you, I take pity on the dust of your 
:1PN) — TY ONY? ION NY tomb; for death has parted us. 
IPPP? TP? NYG"? 
— ANA INA NNI NJ ‘Othe daughter x taken ee te 
mother’s room! How can I live? Her 
PANT WRU MAR PR limbs were part of me. My tears cleave 
SANS AN NY YPIX WX rocks when I remember her. How the 
PROV AS Sa 2 8 lustre of the moon has been tarnished! 
LAN TTI I? TWN PX 
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There, in the grave, I see her being 
wed: clods of earth are her canopy, and 
the dust of the pit is sweet to her. O my 
daughter, your loss is bitter to me; for 
death has parted us. 


‘Alas, my daughter, what sorrow you 
have brought me!’ ‘Alas, alas, my 
mother, that you ever gave me birth. 
How, on this day, how could you cast 
me off? Oh, you brought me up to be 
Death’s bride! When my turn came, 
you sent me away alone; you crowned 
me with a garland of dust; you set me 
down in the bridal-bower of destruc- 
tion. O my mother, it was against your 
will, it was not of your doing, for death 
has parted us.’ 


THE MURDER OF 
ZECHARIAH 


On that day I made my burden heavier 
and multiplied my crimes when I shed 
the prophet’s blood in the court of the 
Lord’s temple. The earth would not 
cover it until my enemies! came with 
the sword; it would not rest until it was 
avenged, wreaking terrible judgements. 
Oh, He brought sorrow upon sorrow to 
the daughter of Judah. 


The blood grew more and more 
tempestuous until Nebuzaradan, the 
commander of the guard, arrived. When 
he entered the Lord’s temple, he 
discovered the seething blood. He 
asked the priests who were offering 


1. The Babylonian armies, under the command of Nebuzaradan (2 Kings 25.8). 
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sacrifices, what it signified; and they 
replied: ‘It is nothing but the blood of 
the sacrifices.’ Then he, too, slaughtered 
a beast to see if this was so and how it 
came about; and I said to myself: ‘This 
is your sin, and this is its fruit.’ 


Still, the blood would not rest; it 
surged like the sea. Then, after 
questioning, the truth came to light: 
this was the blood of the man of God, 
cut down though he had done no 
wrong. Nebuzaradan said: ‘The time 
has come to pay for his blood. Gather 
all the priests, take them out of the 
house of God. I shall not rest until the 
blood of the prophet Zechariah finds 
rest.’ 


He murdered old men by the hundreds, 
and young men by the tens of thou- 
sands. He slaughtered the priests of the 
Lord of hosts, and school-children 
before the very eyes of their fathers. 
Still the blood of the prophet would 
not rest. This was a sign and a portent. 
The enemy’s sword wreaked vengeance, 
the city was filled with uproar - yet His 
anger was not turned back and His 
hand was stretched out still! 


Then he killed women as well as babes 
at the breast, and the blood rose among 
them like a sea, like the river of Egypt, 
until Nebuzaradan raised his eyes to 
heaven and said: ‘Will this blood not be 
content with the blood of Jerusalem’s 
daughters? Are You going to wipe out 
the remnant of Israel?’ Only then did 
the innocent blood come to rest; the 
sword of vengeance had drunk its fill. 
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al . . n you have dwelled all your life. Know 
ADS NOR — Tg 0a F that the day you leave me, your going 


TT YR V377 PY 1077 NY2 OR will be my ruin. And even now, when 


my eyes dare to glance at your splen- 
AWD? OWI} 79 1928 T2} dour, I am stung by the serpents that 
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burns like fire and they drive me out. 


: DMIA 22 Py 07713 °22722Y She ensnared my heart with the breasts 
- that lie upon her heart - a heart of 
toman "ay ror PT) Ta 129 2? stone, and yet it put forth two apples! 
OND PR) vrap? T] 123) They stand guard, to the left and to the 
: right, like lances. Their fiery [nipples 
AW N? am — "2973 o7 opgin burn] in my heart, though they have 
nwyn no) — ANY 77} OH] Oa never come near me. Their mouths 
: j have drunk my blood, they felt no 
shame at all! 
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: her eyes: she kills me with malice 
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; ; joined to the eyelids of a gazelle? Her 
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AWPD WH) ANW? ayya 297 OF they hurl sharpened arrows at me, they 

inh ahaa bgt drain my heart’s blood to the dregs. 

They are out for my life. 


TAIN WYP TN PA YK O One day, when I was reeling like a 
: , drunkard, longing for the wine of her 
pinn 29) Papo PY a love, she dispatched envoys to me 
: RONA DyON RIIN; OPY ft by bearing greetings and complaints; and 
; when they returned to her, she begged 
! wey Dg AY ,2 1938 DY N7 them: ‘O messengers of peace, come 
AN ONAN) AMD ob) OVNI again and yet again!’ These tidings 
seduced my heart and revived my spirit. 
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But one day when my hands were 
grazing in her garden and fondling her 
breasts, she said: ‘Now take away your 


‘ hands — they are not skilful enough.’ 


And her words were so seductive that 
they melted my heart: ‘Do not touch 
me, friend, I do not like those who 
hurt me. My breasts are soft and 
sensitive. Enough! I shall refuse one 
and all!’ 


THE LAUNDRESS 


My love washes her clothes in the water 
of my tears and spreads them out in the 
sun of her beauty. She has no need of 
spring-water - she has my two eyes; 
nor of the sun - she has her own 
radiance. 


SONG OF FAREWELL 


Why, O fair one, do you withhold your 
envoys from the lover whose heart is 
filled with pain of you? Do you not 
know that Time means nothing to your 
beloved, unless he hear your welcoming 
voice? If we two are doomed to parting, 
stay a while and let me look at your 
face. I do not know if my heart has 
come to a stop between my ribs, or 

else has wandered off with you. Oh, 


1. Or, ‘they [my breasts] have not yet experienced such things’. 
2. The last two lines are in mixed Arabic and Romance. The meaning is uncertain. 
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for the life of love, remember the days 
of your desire, as I remember the 
nights of your passion. And just as your 
image moves through my dreams, let 
mine move through yours. A sea of 
tears roars between us, and I cannot 
cross its waves to reach you. But if your 
steps approached to cross them, the 
waters would divide before your feet. 
Oh, after my death, let me still hear the 
sound of the golden bells on the hem 

of your skirt. And if you then ask how 
your beloved is, I, from the grave, will 
send you my love and my blessings! 


If only I could live until I gather 
myrrh and spices from among your 
footprints! I cannot hear your voice, 
but in the covert of my heart I hear the 
sound of your steps. 


THE CRUEL LOVER 


O my fair youth, my lord, take my grief 
to heart, lest disaster overtake me. Oh, 
gently, deal gently with my blood, for 
my fate is in your hands alone. 
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My heart longs for Bethel and Penuel, 
for Mahanaim? and for all the shrines 
of your pure ones. There the Shekinah 
dwelled within you, and your Maker 
opened your gates to face the gates of 
heaven. There the glory of the Lord 
was your only light; it was not the sun, 
moon, or stars that shone over you. Oh, 
I would pour out my life in the very 
place where once the spirit of God was 
poured out upon your chosen ones. 
You are the seat of royalty, you are the 
throne of the Lord - though slaves now 
sit upon your princes’ thrones! 


If only I could roam through those 
places where God was revealed to your 
prophets and heralds! Who will give 
me wings, so that I may wander far 
away? I would carry the pieces of my 
broken heart over your rugged moun- 
tains.? I would bow down, my face on 
your ground; I would love your stones; 
your dust would move me to pity. I 
would weep, as I stood by my ancestors’ 
graves, I would grieve, in Hebron, over 
the choicest of burial places!? I would 
walk in your forests and meadows, stop 
in Gilead, marvel at Mount Abarim; 
Mount Abarim and Mount Hor, where 
the two great luminaries [Moses and 
Aaron] rest, those who guided you and 
gave you light. The air of your land is 
the very life of the soul, the grains of 
your dust are flowing myrrh, your 
rivers are honey from the comb. It 
would delight my heart to walk naked 
and barefoot among the desolate ruins 
where your shrines once stood; where 


1. All sites figuring in the life of Jacob. 
2. The hills of Bether (Song of Songs 2.17), in the vicinity of Jerusalem. 
3. The burial cave of the Patriarchs (Genesis 23.17). 
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your Ark was hidden away,! where your 
cherubim once dwelled in the inner- 
most chamber. I shall cut off my 
glorious hair and throw it away, I shall 
curse Time that has defiled your pure 
ones in the polluted lands [of exile]. 


Happy is he who waits and lives to see 
your light rising, your dawn breaking 
forth over him! He shall see your 
chosen people prospering, he shall 
rejoice in your joy when you regain the 
days of your youth. 


THE POET IMAGINES HIS 
VOYAGE 


Let not your heart tremble in the heart 
of the sea, when you see mountains 
trembling and heaving, and sailors’ 
hands as limp as rags, and soothsayers 
struck dumb. When they set their 
course, they were full of joy, but now 
they are beaten back in shame. The 
whole ocean is yours to escape in, but 
your only refuge is the snare of the 
deep. The sails quiver and quake, the 
beams creak and shudder. The hand of 
the wind toys with the waves, like 
reapers at the threshing: now it flattens 
them out, now it stacks them up. When 
the waves gather strength, they are like 
lions; when they weaken, they are like 


1. According to Talmudic legend, 
King Josiah hid the holy Ark from the enemy. 
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snakes, who then pursue the lions — 
like vipers that cannot be charmed. 


Suddenly, the waves calm down, and 
are like flocks spread out over the fields. 
And the night — once the sun has gone 
down the stairway of the heavenly 
hosts, who are commanded by the 
moon! — is like a Negress dressed in 
gold embroidery, or like a violet robe 
spangled with crystal. The stars are 
astray in the heart of the sea, like 
strangers expelled from their homes. 
And in the heart of the sea they cast 

a light, in their image and likeness, 

that glows like fire. Now the sea and 
the sky are pure, glittering ornaments 
upon the night. The sea is the colour of 
the sky — they are two seas bound 
together. And between these two, my 
heart is a third sea, as the new waves of 
my praise surge on high! 


TO THE WESTERN WIND 


This wind of yours, O West, is all 
perfume — it has the scent of spikenard 
and apple in its wings. Wind, you come 
from the storehouse of spice-merchants, 
and not from the common storehouse 
of winds. You lift up the swallow’s 
wings, you set me free, you are like the 
purest perfume, fresh from a bunch of 


1. Lit. ‘commander over unit of fifty’. 
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myrrh. Everyone here longs for you; by 
your good graces, they ride over the sea 
upon a mere plank. Oh, do not abandon 
the ship, when the day draws to its end 
or when it begins. Smooth out the 
ocean, break a path through the sea 
until you reach the holy mountains, and 
there subside. Rebuke the east wind 
that whips up the sea and turns it into 

a boiling cauldron. 


But how can the wind help, for it is a 
prisoner of the Rock — sometimes held 
back and sometimes let loose? Only 
God can grant my deepest wish: for He 
is the maker of high mountains and 

the creator of winds! 


SONG AT SEA 


Greetings to the kinsfolk, to brothers 
and sisters, from this prisoner of hope 
who was ransomed by the sea and 
committed his spirit into the hands of 
the winds. Now they push him back 
and forth: the west wind guides his 
ship, while the east wind thrusts it 
back. Between him and death there is 
nothing but a step; between them only 
the thickness of the planks. He is 
buried alive in a wooden coffin, but 
without any earth: not even four cubits,! 
not even a handful. He sits, for there 
is no room for him to stand; he lies 
down, and he cannot stretch out his 
legs. He is ill, he is afraid of the 


1. The minimum required for a grave. 
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Gentile passengers, as well as of pirates 
and ghosts. The helmsman and the 
sailors — all of them riffraff — are the 
viceroys and governors here! Honour 
does not belong to the wise nor success 
to the skilful — only to those who know 
how to swim! Because of this my face 
is downcast — how could my heart 
rejoice? — but only for a moment: until 
I come to pour out my soul in the 
bosom of God, at the site of the Ark 
and the Altar. Then I shall render to 
God, who renders favours to the 
undeserving,' my choicest songs and 
praises. 


ON THE HIGH SEAS 


Has a flood come and laid the world 
waste? For dry land is nowhere to be 
seen. There is neither man, nor beast, 
nor bird. Have they all perished, all 
lain down in torment and died? If only 
I could see a hill or valley, I would be 
comforted; even a desert would delight 
me. I look in every direction, and there 
is nothing but sea and sky and ship,” 
and leviathan churning the deep, until 
it seems that the abyss is white with 
age! Deceitfully, the sea covers the 
ship, as though it had taken it by theft. 
The sea is in turmoil, but my soul is 
full of joy, for she is drawing near to 
the temple of her God. 


1. An allusion to the Benediction on Deliverance, recited by those who come safely through danger. 
2. The word here is the one used for Noah’s ark. 
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